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Seren Kierkegaard advocates, in his Works of Love, a rigorous ideal of neighbor love.
When one is confronted with this ideal of self-sacrifice and love for the enemy, one
inevitably wonders whether such a life of neighbor love is livable. In this article, I ask
(1) whether Kierkegaard indeed allows for limits on neighbor love, and (2) if neighbor
love is limitless, whether there are, on his account, good reasons to live such a life. In
elaborating these issues, [ aim to show that Kierkegaard is unable to show that his
conception of neighbor love is recognizably good, which implies, as [ will make clear,
that his ethic of neighbor love runs the risk of undermining itself.
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I. Imtroduction

Lars von Trier’s Dogville (2003) tells the story of Grace, a young woman trying to survive
in the small town of Dogville, where she has found shelter after she fled from her father
and his violent accomplices. In return for their hospitality, the inhabitants of Dogville
demand that Grace contribute to the community in a variety of ways. She starts by doing
some minor, almost redundant tasks, but very soon is forced to do heavy physical labor,
which eventually leads to humiliation, exploitation, and abuse. In a troubling way, Von
Trier illustrates the fate of Grace in a world determined by reciprocity and tit for tat. The
question Dogville confronts us with, is whether a life of radical love could ever be livable,
let alone desirable.

Christian ethics, with its emphasis on forgiveness and love for one’s enemy, specifi-
cally seems prone to this question and the distress it expresses. One author who has given
much thought to the Christian conception of neighbor love and, moreover, has a sensi-
bility for the limitless elements therein is Seren Kierkegaard. By writing that the essence
of neighbor love is ‘infinitude, inexhaustibility, immeasurability’,’ so that the person
loving one’s neighbor ‘never rests satisfied in the delusion of being finished’
Kierkegaard suggests that neighbor love is indeed without limits or boundaries. This
gives rise to a philosophically important question: if neighbor love, as Kierkegaard seems
to argue, is indeed limitless, why would I want to love my neighbor? If, like Grace in
Dogville, 1 could (perhaps should) perish in loving others, why would I be motivated to
love my neighbor? By focusing on the supposedly limitless character of neighbor love,
then, we naturally stumble upon the subject of moral motivation. Are there, in light of the
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possibly (perhaps necessarily) risky or dangerous nature of neighbor love, good reasons to
love one’s neighbor? It is, in this respect, important to see that Kierkegaard claims that
neighbor love is an obligation, grounded in a divine command. This seems to only
reinforce our problem: indeed, could there ever be good reasons to obey a divine
command?

This article will explore these questions on the basis of Kierkegaard’s Works of Love.
In Section II, I will explore whether Kierkegaard’s conception of neighbor love leaves
room for limits in loving the neighbor. In Section III, I will investigate whether there are,
in Kierkegaard’s view, good reasons for obeying the divine command to love one’s
neighbor. In the conclusion, I will summarize my argument and criticize Kierkegaard’s
analysis of neighbor love.

The subject of the limits of love has not received proper attention in the literature on
Kierkegaard’s ethical thought. In fact, the only more or less extensive treatment of this
issue seems to be in Jamie Ferreira’s excellent commentary on Works of Love. However,
as will become clear in Section 11, I do not agree with her views on this subject. One of the
aims of this article is thus to bring forth a new perspective on this important element of
Kierkegaard’s views on neighbor love. Another aim is to discuss and assess what |
consider to be the most important accounts of Kierkegaard’s thoughts on the recognizable
goodness of neighbor love, and its implications for the problem of moral motivation. As
will become clear in Section III, I believe each of these accounts ultimately distorts
Kierkegaard’s views on this fundamental ethical subject. Finally, and most importantly,
I aim to develop a new critical perspective on Kierkegaard’s Works of Love. Yet, this
critique extends beyond the domain of Kierkegaard studies, as I believe that it applies
equally well to a tendency that is present in Protestant philosophy and theology quite
generally: the tendency to strictly separate the natural and the moral spheres.

II. Limitless neighbor love in Kierkegaard’s Works of Love

In Works of Love, Kierkegaard aims to discuss the Christian conception of love in all its
richness and variety. It discusses, for example, the relation between, on the one hand,
neighbor love and, on the other, friendship and erotic love; it examines the paradoxical
fact that, in Christianity, love is obligatory; it asks in which respects remembering the
dead can be conceived as a work of love; and so forth. Here, I will focus on only one of
the many subjects discussed in Works of Love: the question of whether there are limits to
the self-sacrifice that is implied in neighbor love. As Kierkegaard views neighbor love as
love for unconditionally every human being, we already have a first answer to our
question: neighbor love is limitless in an extensive sense: it does not exclude anyone.
However, the (arguably) more interesting question that I will take up in this section is
whether neighbor love, in Kierkegaard’s view, is also limitless in (what we could call) an
intensive sense. Are there limits to how much (or the intensity with which) I am supposed
to love my fellow human beings?

Now, someone could object that this question — are there any limits on the self-
sacrifice that is implied in neighbor love? — seems to imply a ‘calculating’ attitude, which
is at odds with neighbor love as understood by Kierkegaard. What this objection misses is
that the question of the limits of self-sacrifice will inevitably come up for anyone who is
confronted with the Christian conception of neighbor love. As I argued in the introduction
of this article, when understood properly, Christian neighbor love will necessarily give
rise to a specific kind of anxiety, which Ferreira describes as follows: ‘[an] anxiety about
the implications of what happens if we strive that much — namely, the possibility that we
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may need to sacrifice ourselves utterly for the other, that there will be no place at which
we can stop [...].”* It is important to see that Kierkegaard himself is sensitive to this kind
of anxiety.4 Even more importantly, as we will see below, he himself asks a ‘calculating’
question: is it not possible to love the other more than oneself? However, even if the
question of the limits of self-sacrifice were at odds with Kierkegaard’s thinking about
neighbor love, this would not undermine my argument. As the question of the limits of
self-sacrifice inevitably comes up, an exploration of the resources available to
Kierkegaard in order to answer it, is significant. Or, as Ferreira puts it: ‘[a]ddressing
this question — of the character of the sacrifice love must make for the other and the
possibility of limits on that sacrifice — is an indispensable part of evaluating Kierkegaard’s
ethic in Works of Love.”

When reading Works of Love, one very soon becomes convinced that Kierkegaard
advocates a very rigid life of neighbor love. Time and again, he stresses that the essence of
Christian neighbor love is infinitude, inexhaustibility, immeasurability. As we have seen,
he writes that it ‘never rests satisfied in the delusion of being finished’.® The demand for
self-denial and self-sacrifice is “infinite’.” Consequently, the genuinely loving person’s life
‘is completely squandered on existence, on the existence of others. Unwilling to waste any
time or energy on asserting himself, on being something for himself, in his self-sacrifice
he is willing to perish [...]".* Thus, it seems crystal clear that Kierkegaard’s ethic of
neighbor love does not leave any room for temperance or limitation. It is therefore not at
all puzzling that Ferreira, in her commentary on Works of Love, asks our question, namely
whether the life advocated by Kierkegaard is livable.” However, what is puzzling in light
of the passages of Works of Love mentioned above, is that she believes he does acknowl-
edge limits to neighbor love. Although Ferreira’s argument is not particularly clear on this
point, I believe she provides three reasons for this thesis.

The first reason why neighbor love is limited, lies, according to Ferreira, in the fact
that my existence is a gift. I should be grateful for, and take good care of my existence,
because I received it from God. This means, Ferreira claims, that I can never be obligated
to do so much for others that I will perish.'®

The second reason that Ferreira provides points to the role of justice in Kierkegaard’s
ethics. She acknowledges that Kierkegaard is, in Works of Love, critical of justice, because
justice deals with the separation of ‘mine’ and “yours’, whereas ‘mine’ and ‘yours’ cannot
have any place in neighbor love.!! However, this radical thought is, according to Ferreira,
mere rhetoric. In everyday life, justice always plays an important role and Kierkegaard
knew this.'?

The third reason Ferreira offers is based on the formulation of the command to love
one’s neighbor. The command is: love your neighbor as yourself. What this means
becomes clear when Ferreira points to a thought experiment Kierkegaard conducts.
Kierkegaard wonders whether it is not possible (and also more praiseworthy) to love
the other ‘more than oneself”."® In that case, Kierkegaard argues, we could never refuse
the other anything, even when he or she asks for something that will be to his or her own
harm. This, Kierkegaard argues, is plainly wrong. Such a relation is a relation of
unconditional obedience and adoration, but these indicate an attitude we should only
have toward God."* Unconditional obedience and adoration are inappropriate between
peers.'® Moreover, love aims at the best for the other. Giving the other something harmful
can therefore hardly be called a work of love.

Thus, I cannot be called to love the other more than myself; I should love the other as
myself. This formulation of the command to neighbor love points to the fundamental
equality of all human beings: everyone is required to love one’s neighbor as oneself.
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Invoking this extensive sense in which love is limitless, Ferreira argues that there are no
exceptions to the command which implies that I should also love myself.'® The love for
oneself is even a condition for neighbor love: ‘Therefore, if anyone is unwilling to learn
from Christianity to love himself in the right way, he cannot love the neighbor either.”!”
Loving the other properly presupposes loving oneself properly.'® We are, Ferreira claims,
obligated to take good care of ourselves, because otherwise we will not be able to give the
other anything.'® She therefore concludes that ‘there are limits to what we can be expected
to do when we love another as we ought to love ourselves’.*

Is Ferreira’s conclusion justified? Ferreira’s first reason points to the fact that we
should, out of gratitude, take care of our own existence, for it has been given to us. This is
in itself, I believe, a reasonable thought, but it is problematic in the context of Works of
Love, as it is not discussed in this book. Ferreira secems aware of this, because she does not
cite any passages from Works of Love to strengthen her position. Quite the opposite: she
refers to Levinas and Ricoeur and claims that they articulate something that we could find
in Works of Love as well.*!

Ferreira’s second reason refers to justice, which regulates the relation between
‘mine’ and ‘yours’ and therefore makes sure that I cannot be exploited. Here again,
Ferreira does not cite passages from Works of Love to strengthen her argument. On the
contrary, the passages she quotes actually seem to support the opposite idea — for
example: ‘The one who truly loves does not seek his own. With regard to his “own,”
he knows nothing about the claims of strict law or of justice, not even the claims of
equity [...].%

Ferreira’s third reason — we should love the other as we love ourselves — is much more
compelling, because there is strong textual evidence that supports it. Kierkegaard writes,
for instance:

The commandment said, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself,” but if the commandment
is properly understood it also says the opposite: You shall love yourself in the right way. [...]
The Law is therefore: You shall love yourself in the same way as you love your neighbor
when you love him as yourself.”*

Ferreira thus does seem to be right when she concludes that Kierkegaard acknowledges
limits to neighbor love.

We are now confronted with a dilemma. On the one hand, Kierkegaard seems to
argue that neighbor love is infinite and limitless. That is why he writes, as I pointed
out above, that the loving person’s life ‘is completely squandered on existence, on
the existence of others. Unwilling to waste any time or energy on asserting himself,
on being something for himself, in his self-sacrifice he is willing to perish [..1.%
On the other hand, Kierkegaard very clearly states that the command to love one’s
neighbor implies that we should love ourselves, as Ferreira emphasizes. Is this a
blatant contradiction? Or are we overlooking something that allows us to solve this
dilemma?

Note that there is a contradiction only when the command to love myself implies that I
should limit my love for my neighbor. This is Ferreira’s view. However, I strongly doubt
whether this interpretation of the demand of self-love can be sustained in light of Works of
Love. Kierkegaard writes that we should love ourselves properly. Loving oneself properly
should be understood as becoming nothing, which Kierkegaard also describes as becom-
ing an instrument in God’s hands. The sentences following the passage I quoted above
make this very clear:



International Journal of Philosophy and Theology 351

Unwilling to waste any time or energy on asserting himself, on being something for himself,
in his self-sacrifice he is willing to perish, that is, he is completely and wholly transformed
into simply being an active power in the hands of God.*®

Only by turning ‘into nothing, an unworthy servant’, a human being can express true
neighbor love.?® Put differently: a human being can become an instrument of love only
through constantly denying himself, which will result not only in the loss of his own life
but also in gaining it as an instrument.?” Moreover, Kierkegaard explicitly argues for the
limitless character of neighbor love when he writes:

As soon as you believe that you have done enough in your love or have loved long enough
and now must claim something from the other, you discover that your love is in the process of
becoming a requirement, as if, however self-sacrificing and devoted your love is, there were
still a boundary [...]. We are not discussing here any great moment of self-denial; after all, the
Law requires the same inwardness throughout the duration of time.”®

It is, then, problematic to argue, as Ferreira does, that Kierkegaard’s ethic of neighbor
love leaves room for limitation in an intensive sense. Kierkegaard even describes our
desire for a place in the sun,”® and our philosophical and theological justifications of this
desire, as belonging to ‘the tempter’ (i.e. Satan®°): ‘Stop your work, slow down, take it
easy, enjoy life in comfort, and accept the flattering situation that is offered to you
[...]1.%" We should therefore conclude that, in Kierkegaard’s view, an ethic of neighbor
love is also limitless in an intensive sense; that is to say: it does not allow for any limits
on self-sacrifice.

III. Neighbor love and the problem of moral motivation

In light of the life advocated in Kierkegaard’s Works of Love, it is only natural to ask:
why would I want to live such a life? Why should I live a life in which I run the risk of
perishing in self-sacrifice? These questions, expressing at once defiance and distress,
are, when understood philosophically, examples of the problem of moral motivation.
This problem’s typical form is the question “Why should I...?°, which indicates (at least)
a desire for reasons to perform some action. Kierkegaard’s depiction of a life of
neighbor love therefore faces the question whether there are good reasons for living
such a life. But the problem Kierkegaard faces is actually both more specific and more
serious, because, as I mentioned in the introduction, he understands neighbor love as an
obligation grounded in a divine command. He emphasizes that Christ issued the
command to love our neighbors.*> Consequently, the problem of moral motivation
that we are discussing here should be understood against a theological background.*?
That is to say: the key question that I will be discussing in this section is whether there
are, in Kierkegaard’s view, good reasons for obeying the divine command to love my
neighbor.

A. The recognizable goodness of divine commands

The first answer to the question of why I should obey the divine command to neighbor
love might be: ‘Because God commands you to!” It is, however, clear that this reply does
not clarify anything and will not impress anyone seriously asking our question. As
Alasdair MacIntyre shows in A Short History of Ethics, two more sophisticated answers
can be provided to the question “Why should I obey God’s commands?’ The first answer
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points to God’s goodness, the second answer points to God’s power.>* For reasons that
will become clear, I think that a reference to God’s power does not suffice to solve our
problem of moral motivation. Let us therefore look at the answer that refers to God’s
goodness. Although, as we can see, Maclntyre’s analysis is based on a slightly different
question than the question I am asking in this article, it is clear that his analysis is also
highly relevant for my question.

Maclntyre makes clear that the answer referring to God’s goodness can only count as a
meaningful answer when ‘good’ has a clear and distinct content: ‘Since this answer has to
function as a reason for obedience to God, it follows that “good” must be defined in terms
other than those of obedience to God if we are to avoid a vacuous circularity.”* If ‘good’
means nothing more than ‘what God commands’, we have not made any progress with
regard to the first answer we discussed. And this has a very important consequence: ‘It
follows that I must have access to criteria of goodness which are independent of my
awareness of divinity.”*® In other words, a reference to God’s goodness in this context
makes sense only when we can give content to this goodness by describing it in terms of
our own, independent conceptions and standards of goodness. Or, put differently, a
reference to God’s goodness in this context makes sense only when we can recognize
God’s goodness as goodness in light of our own independent or natural conceptions of
the good. Maclntyre’s reasoning entails an important insight for our attempts to answer
our question, because, as I shall now argue, it can only be answered when we are able to
recognize the divine command to neighbor love as good in light of our own conceptions
of goodness.

‘Are there good reasons for obeying the divine command to love my neighbor?’ is
not a question for reasons to obey God in general, but a question for reasons to obey a
particular divine command. That is to say: it is a question on the authority of the
specific command to neighbor love. Like Maclntyre’s distinction between goodness and
power, we could understand the authority of a particular divine command as moral
authority or as authority grounded in power. Now, if the divine command to neighbor
love possesses moral authority, this implies that we can understand that and why
neighbor love is good. The moral authority of the divine command to neighbor love
thus presupposes the recognizable goodness of neighbor love. And, as Maclntyre makes
clear, this, in turn, presupposes that our independent or natural conceptions of the good
are in line with neighbor love. Only when we can recognize neighbor love as good on
the basis of our own independent conceptions of the good, does it possess moral
authority. Of course it is possible that a given divine command is not recognizably
good. In that case, the divine command is not without authority as such, but it is
without moral authority. However, authority that is not moral authority should be
understood as authority grounded in power, which, in this case, means: grounded in
the power of the God commanding. When I obey a divine command simply because of
the power of the commanding God, I am not obeying for good reasons. In that case, I
am not loving my neighbor because I see that a life of neighbor love is a good life, but
because I fear the consequences of my disobedience and/or because I expect to be
rewarded for my obedience.

Now, it is deeply problematic when the authority of the divine command to love one’s
neighbor is not moral authority but authority grounded in power, because in that case, my
obedience can only spring from self-interested motives. When my motivation to love my
neighbor is based solely on my recognition of divine power, it is essentially selfish. But,
for obvious reasons, an ethic of neighbor love based on selfish interests or motives
undermines itself radically. Or, as MacIntyre puts it:
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If I am liable to be sent to hell for not doing what God commands, I am thereby provided with
a corrupting, because totally self-interested, motive for pursuing the good. When self-interest
is made as central as this, other motives are likely to dwindle in importance and a religious
morality becomes self-defeating, at least insofar as it was originally designed to condemn
pure self-interest.’

Fearing the consequences of my disobedience and expecting to be rewarded for my
obedience, thus, are clearly no good reasons to obey the divine command to neighbor
love, as they undermine an ethic of neighbor love. But, in line with Maclntyre’s argument,
I believe that it is inevitable to act for selfish reasons when neighbor love is not
recognizably good. Thus, if Kierkegaard wants to avoid his strenuous ethic of neighbor
love undermining itself, he should be able to make it clear that there could be good
reasons for obeying the divine command. And as we now know, this implies that he needs
to show that neighbor love is recognizably good. Is he able to do this?

Any attempt to argue that the content of a divine command (such as neighbor love) is
recognizably good faces an important objection. Someone could argue that by speaking
about its recognizable goodness, I am not doing justice to God’s transcendence and the
radical difference between God and human beings. It is presumptuous to speak about the
recognizable goodness of God and that which he commands: as if our moral categories
could ever be in line with God. This objection is implied in the views defended by the
Flemish philosopher Paul Moyaert in his important book De mateloosheid van het
chistendom [The measurelessness of Christianity], in which he argues that the Christian
God is radically sovereign and transcendent.®® For that reason he writes that ‘Because
God transcends everything it is constantly possible that what He asks from us radically
contradicts what we, from our point of view, experience as good and evil’.* This means,
Moyaert claims, that we should obey God unconditionally, even when his will and desire
radically go against our views of the good.*

Moyaert’s position is particularly strong as an objection against my approach, because
he bases his views upon Kierkegaard’s Works of Love. He mainly refers to one particular
passage in Works of Love, a passage that should be considered of utmost importance for
our subject:

But you shall love God in unconditional obedience, even if what he requires of you might
seem to you to be to your own harm, indeed, harmful to his cause; for God’s wisdom is
beyond all comparison with yours, and God’s governance has no obligation of responsibility
in relation to your sagacity. All you have to do is to obey in love.*!

Moyaert, then, seems right in basing his views on the relation between human beings and
God on Works of Love. The cited passage seems to prove unambiguously that every
attempt to argue for the recognizable goodness of neighbor love has to fail a priori,
because Kierkegaard seems to claim explicitly that we should leave behind all our
independent conceptions of the good when relating to God and his commands.
However, I believe that this conclusion is false (or at least premature) for two reasons.
First, when we read the passage cited above again, we might notice that he writes that we
should obey God not blindly, but lovingly. Now, it is possible to blindly obey anyone who
has sufficient power, even a torturer, tyrant or dictator. Loving obedience, however,
presupposes that we can (at least partly) know the character of the person demanding
our obedience and, more specifically, that we can recognize this character as somehow
praiseworthy or good.*? Although Kierkegaard stresses in Works of Love that God is
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superior to human beings, he does not seem to believe that God is completely transcendent
and different from human beings.

Second, Kierkegaard carefully writes: ‘even if what he requires of you might seem to
you to be to your own harm, indeed, harmful to his cause.’ It is important to see that he
acknowledges the possibility that some of things God commands are not recognizably
good. And in such a case, however problematic, Kierkegaard tells us we should indeed
obey God (as it were) ‘blindly’. But that this is possible, makes clear that God’s
commands do not necessarily contradict our natural moral beliefs. Both reasons show
that we do not necessarily have to leave behind our natural conceptions of the good in
relating to God’s commands. However, those conceptions cannot be used with regard to
all of God’s commands. Consequently, we will have to look specifically at Kierkegaard’s
account of the divine command to neighbor love to see whether it is recognizably good.

B. The recognizable goodness of the divine command to neighbor love

Does neighbor love appear as good in light of our independent or natural conceptions of
goodness? In order to answer this question, we should come to know, of course, what
Kierkegaard takes to be the core (if there is any) of our natural conceptions of the good.
However, because Works of Love is not a treatise in moral philosophy, he does not provide
us with an account of the character of our natural moral beliefs. Yet, by exploring how we,
in his view, factually value neighbor love, we are able to reconstruct his views on our
natural conceptions of the good.

In the scholarly literature on Works of Love, we encounter, with regard to the question
of the recognizable goodness of neighbor love, three different positions. The first can be
found in the work of Moyaert. He writes that neighbor love implies a ‘break with and
denial of our sensory nature as possible reference point for the morally good life’.** To
substantiate that claim, he focuses on the divine command to love our enemy and writes:
“No human being is naturally inclined to love his enemy.”** The enemy, as the one who is
harmful, is, essentially, repulsive.*> ‘Loving your enemy is always hurtful, never pleasant
and in every way unnatural.”*® Consequently, love for the enemy completely shakes up
our natural inclinations: we are commanded to love that which repels us. The divine
command to neighbor love is not directed to perfecting human nature, but, on the contrary,
‘violates human nature’.*” It is, therefore, impossible to recognize the divine command to
neighbor love as good on the basis of our natural conceptions of the good. Moyaert claims
that Kierkegaard stresses precisely this when he emphasizes the offense neighbor love
causes.**

But although Moyaert refers to a line of thought that is definitely present in Works of
Love, a closer look makes clear that his position is a one-sided emphasis on the offensive
character of neighbor love, because Kierkegaard describes it as praiseworthy at the same
time. In the ‘Conclusion’ of Works of Love, he discusses the first epistle of the apostle
John and paraphrases it as follows: [...] to love people is the only thing worth living for,
and without this love you are not really living. Moreover, to love people is the only
blessed comfort both here and in the next world [...]."* This shows that neighbor love is,
in Kierkegaard’s view, not necessarily offensive, but that it is possible to recognize it as
good. Moreover, we catch the first glimpse of what it means, in Kierkegaard’s view, to
recognize neighbor love as good: neighbor love makes life worth living for, and makes us
truly happy. This is, paradoxically, also implied in Moyaert’s position, for he claims that
neighbor is principally not recognizable as good because it is impossible to see how
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practicing neighbor love could ever make us happy, how it could ever contribute to a
perfection of human nature.

Contrary to Moyaert, the second position we encounter in the literature does justice to
the fact that Kierkegaard, through the category of ‘the apostle’, acknowledges that
neighbor love can be viewed as morally praiseworthy. We find this position in the
works of Philip L. Quinn and Robert Stern. Unlike Moyaert, they state that Kierkegaard
acknowledges that neighbor love is recognizably good. But the apostle or ‘saint’ who
recognizes neighbor love as good should, according to them, not be viewed as a realistic
ideal for ‘ordinary’ people, for whom the latter neighbor love will never be recognizably
good.

It is striking how similar Quinn’s and Stern’s positions are.”® Quinn starts from the
idea that for Kierkegaard, human nature is fundamentally determined by sin.’’ And
precisely because we are sinful, we cannot experience the divine command to love our
neighbor as being in line with human nature.>® Stern writes about the self-denial implied
in the divine command to neighbor love: [...] we are required to go beyond all our
natural feelings and inclinations.”>® Kierkegaard’s conception of the divine command to
love one’s neighbor simply demands too much from us, which becomes apparent most
radically in the command to love our enemies.>® Put differently, in the confrontation with
the divine command to love my neighbor, I become aware of ‘the moral gap’. This notion,
which Quinn and Stern derive from John Hare, refers to ‘the gap between the moral
demand on us and our natural capacities to live by it’.>> From Quinn’s argument, we can
deduce that the moral gap manifests itself in two ways. First, we are unable to properly
see the imago Dei, the reflection of God’s goodness, in our neighbor.5 ¢ Second, we are, by
our natural capacities, unable to fulfill the divine command to neighbor love.”” It is
precisely this moral gap, this gap between the radical demand of the command and our
inability to live by it, that is the ground for the fact that the command is experienced as
foolish and offensive.*® Since all ordinary people (at least, when they are honest) will,
according to Quinn and Stern, admit that the divine command to neighbor love is too
radical, foolish and offensive, we can conclude that these authors believe neighbor love is
not naturally recognizably good. I write ‘ordinary people’ because these authors, as was
said above, indicate that there is a category of human beings for whom neighbor love is
recognizably good: the apostles, or the saints.”® For these ‘extraordinary’ human beings
(the divine command to), neighbor love has become integral to their natural and so fully
recognizably good. With regard to the recognizable goodness of neighbor love there is,
then, a radical discontinuity between the apostle and all other, ordinary people.

In this respect, Quinn and Stern do more justice to Works of Love than Moyaert does.
But their position should also be judged inadequate, because Kierkegaard acknowledges
that even the ordinary person, the non-apostle, is capable of recognizing neighbor love as
good. Without suggesting that this is an impossible ideal, he writes about ‘the one who
truly loves”: ‘The or she] regards loving without the reward of reciprocal love as the
highest blessedness.”®® And the ordinary person who becomes nothing in neighbor love,
realizes, according to Kierkegaard, “that this annihilation before God is so blessed [...]".%!
In these passages, we see again that the recognizable goodness of neighbor love is related
to the insight that neighbor love gives rise to true happiness. And, moreover, they show
that Kierkegaard acknowledges that also the non-saintly are capable of recognizing
neighbor love as good.

The third position which we encounter in the secondary literature and which can be
found in the works of Ferreira and C. Stephen Evans, stresses precisely this point. These
authors claim that Kierkegaard, in Works of Love, argues that not only the apostles and the
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saints, but also the ordinary people are capable of recognizing neighbor love as good.
Ferreira points to the fact that Kierkegaard writes about love as a divine gift of grace: with
our creation, love — which expresses itself as the need to love and to be loved — was rooted
in our nature.”> The command to neighbor love therefore does not aim to awaken a
nonexistent love in us, but, instead, appeals to a love that is already present in human
nature.®® The primary function of the divine command is that it makes us aware of the fact
that we already possess the love we are commanded to express.®* The other function of
the divine command is that it tells us sow to love: we should not base our love on our
particular preferences and limit it to friendship and erotic love.®> She therefore writes that
‘the command to love is not arbitrarily imposed from outside but is grounded in the
structure of our humanity’.*® On the contrary, the divine command to neighbor love
appeals to human nature and this means that neighbor love is recognizably good in light
of our independent conceptions of the good.

Although Evans’s account in his Kierkegaard’s Ethic of Love departs from Ferreira’s
in several ways, he agrees with Ferreira that the divine command to neighbor love appeals
to a love already present in human nature.’” The divine command is part of general
revelation and not of special, Christian revelation. In Evans’ view, this implies, first, that
all human beings can come to know that there is a divine command to love one’s
neighbor.® Second, it also means that all human beings can recognize the divine com-
mand to love one’s neighbor as good on the basis of their independent conceptions of the
good: ‘Kierkegaard does not, then, deny the possibility that the goodness of neighbor-love
is something that humans can recognize even apart from a commitment to special
revelation [...].”% Evans writes that the happiness that is realized in loving one’s neighbor
is “a good that even unloving people can recognize as good’.”® Everyone can recognize
neighbor love as good, because everyone is capable of understanding that neighbor love
leads to true happiness. Ferreira and Evans both conclude, then, that Kierkegaard in Works
of Love acknowledges that ¢/l human beings are capable of recognizing neighbor love as
good, because all human beings can understand that a life of neighbor love is a truly
meaningful and happy existence.

The overview of these three positions gives rise to two connected questions. First, is
Works of Love ambivalent with regard to the recognizable goodness of neighbor love?
This is an obvious question, because the overview above suggests that neighbor love is, in
Works of Love, both praiseworthy (and so recognizably good) and offensive (and so not
recognizably good). Second, does Kierkegaard indeed understand our conceptions of the
good as eudaimonistic conceptions? Is ‘good’ indeed that which makes us truly happy,
gives meaning to life, contributes to and is a part of the good, flourishing life? Since these
questions are strongly connected, as will become clear, I cannot answer them separately.

In line with the position of Quinn and Stern, I believe that neighbor love is morally
qualified in two distinct ways in Works of Love: both as praiseworthy and as reprehen-
sible. I do not mention the other authors I discussed above, because this ambiguity is not
present in their accounts. Moyaert claims that neighbor love is simply offensive, whereas
in the accounts of Ferreira and Evans, the offensive character of neighbor love threatens to
disappear completely. Kierkegaard stresses that neighbor love is, at the same time,
recognizably good and not recognizably good. But this is not just a contradiction,
because, as we have seen in discussing the views of Quinn and Stern, it is possible to
distinguish between different perspectives belonging to different people. However, in
contrast to these authors, I do not think that the absolute distinction between the apostle
or saint and the ordinary person is correct. In Works of Love, Kierkegaard nowhere claims
that recognizing the command to neighbor love as good is impossible for ordinary people.
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Yes, it is very difficult, but it is not impossible. Consequently, I believe that the funda-
mental distinction informing Works of Love is not between the saintly and the ordinary
perspective on neighbor love, but, instead, between a Christian and a natural perspective;
between what he describes as, on the one hand, the Christian,”" and, on the other, as ‘the
natural person’, ‘the world’, ‘the poet’ or ‘the pagan’.”?

The idea central to Kierkegaard’s Works of Love is that neighbor love is praiseworthy
(and so recognizably good) from the Christian perspective, whereas from a natural
perspective, neighbor love is reprehensible (and so not recognizably good).
Interestingly, these opposed evaluations of neighbor love can be shown to result from
Jormally similar moral beliefs: Kierkegaard shows that the moral beliefs of both the
Christian and the natural person are, ultimately, eudaimonistic beliefs. That is to say:
recognizing neighbor love as good means, according to Kierkegaard, understanding that
neighbor love makes our lives truly meaningful and happy. He writes, for instance, that ‘to
love is the highest happiness’.”® The apostle shows us the way of love for the neighbor,
‘the right road that guides us both to do what is right to others and to make ourselves
happy’.” Being fully merged in neighbor love is actually becoming nothing, and ‘this
annihilation before God is so blessed that you at every moment would seek to return to
this annihilation more intensely [...]".”> And in unequivocal terms, he writes: ‘What,
namely, is the highest good and the greatest blessedness? Certainly it is truly to love, and
next, truly to be loved.””

But Kierkegaard also views our natural moral beliefs as eudaimonistic. Not recogniz-
ing neighbor love as good has its grounds also in our views on flourishing and happiness,
because the offense neighbor love causes arises from the idea that loving one’s neighbor
will make one deeply unhappy. In Kierkegaard’s view, the natural person understands love
as ‘erotic love and friendship’, as preferentially loving ‘this one and only beloved’.”’
When the natural person is then confronted with a command that obligates him to love all
people (including his enemies) in self-denial, offense is the natural response.’® The natural
person is, in that case, namely obligated to ‘give up all claims on life’, while he believes
that ‘the happiness of erotic love and friendship is among the very greatest claims’.”
Kierkegaard, then, assumes that both praising and rejecting the divine command to
neighbor love have eudaimonistic views as their background. Recognizing neighbor
love as good implies believing that neighbor love makes us truly happy. Not recognizing
neighbor love as good implies believing that neighbor love will deprive us from our
happiness.

The Christian and the natural human being agree, according to Kierkegaard, on the
fact that love is the highest good because it makes us truly happy. The reason both,
notwithstanding this agreement, differ radically in their appreciation of neighbor love has
to do with the fact that they give a different content to these formally similar moral beliefs.
The Christian and the natural human being have radically different conceptions of love
and happiness. With regard to love, Kierkegaard writes: °[...] because there is indeed the
difference of infinity, the linguistic difference of an eternity between what the one party
understands by love and what the other party understands by it.”** And:

There actually is a conflict between what the world understands and what God understands by
love. It is easy enough to bring about an apparent agreement (as is already apparent in the use
of one and the same word: ‘love’ [...].%!

The difference consists in the fact that the Christian sees neighbor love as true love,** and
erotic love and friendship ultimately as self-love;®* whereas the natural person views
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erotic love and friendship as true love and sees neighbor love as hatred,* selfishness®
and madness®® — in short, as anything but love.

However, as 1 indicated, their conceptions of happiness differ radically as well.
The Christian regards neighbor love as the deepest happiness. But because I have
shown that Kierkegaard believes that neighbor love implies limitless self-denial, the
question of course presses itself: is it possible to meaningfully connect the idea of
limitless self-denial with the thesis that (the command to) neighbor love will make
us truly happy? Kierkegaard claims that for the Christian, true happiness and self-
denial or self-emptying are strongly connected, which is foolish and offensive to the
natural human being. He writes about self-denying neighbor love, for instance, that
‘this annihilation before God is so blessed that you at every moment would seek to
return to this annihilation more intensely [...]. But to worldly wisdom this, of course
is and must be the greatest foolishness’.*” In another passage, he again stresses this
point:

Ah, the poor fool, what a laughingstock he is — in the eyes of the world! The truly loving
person becomes the unconditionally injured one — which he in a certain sense makes himself
by self-denial. But then the overturning of mine and yours has reached its point; and therefore
love also has reached its highest blessedness within itself.*®

Kierkegaard states that, for the natural human being, the self-denial that is implied in
neighbor love is nothing but madness and strenuousness, the opposites of happiness. He
therefore writes that the world cannot understand ‘the blessedness that the truly loving one
has within himself>.**

To conclude: what are the implications of this discussion for the recognizable
goodness of (the command to) neighbor love? The question we are trying to answer
is: is neighbor love recognizably good in light of our independent or natural moral
beliefs? It has become clear that we should conclude that Kierkegaard’s argument does
not allow for the possibility of recognizing neighbor love as good on the basis of our
independent moral beliefs. Neighbor love is recognizably good for the Christian, but for
the natural human being, it is not. In light of our natural moral beliefs, it does not
appear as good, but, instead, as offensive. Kierkegaard argues that it is principally not in
line with our natural moral beliefs, because there is a radical discontinuity between the
moral beliefs of the Christian and the natural person. By emphasizing this discontinuity,
Kierkegaard suggests that the only possible way of recognizing neighbor love as good is
by leaving behind our natural conceptions of the good. In the confrontation with the
command to neighbor love, we will have to let go of our independent criteria to
determine what is praiseworthy:

People have confused Christianity in many ways, but among them is also this way of calling
it the highest and the deepest, and thereby it is made to appear as if the purely human were
related to the essentially Christian as the high or the higher to the highest or the supremely
highest. [...] No, the essentially Christian is certainly the highest and supremely highest, but,
mark well, in such a way that to the natural man it is an offense.

C. Two objections

We have established the conclusion that (the divine command to) neighbor love is not
recognizably good from a natural perspective. Given what was said in Section [IIA, this
means that, for the natural human being, the command cannot possess moral authority,
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which implies that, for such a person, there cannot be good reasons to obey it. And, as
also became clear from the same section, Kierkegaard’s strenuous and offensive ethic of
neighbor love therefore seriously runs the risk of undermining itself. Against this
conclusion, and the analysis preceding it, two strong objections could be brought
forward.

First, someone could object that my analysis of Works of Love might be correct, but
that the divine command to neighbor love does possess moral authority. From its natural
conceptions of the good, a child often does not recognize its parents’ commands as good.
However, on the basis of a sense of its parents’ goodness, a child can be confident that
their commands are good as well, although it does not always understand why this is so.
In this situation, commands possess moral authority because the one issuing the command
is recognizably good. In like manner, we could argue that the command to love one’s
neighbor does possess moral authority for the natural human being, because he or she is
able to recognize God’s (or Christ’s) goodness.

However, this objection fails. The reason it fails is that, as we have seen,
recognizing something as good implies, in Kierkegaard’s view, understanding that it
will constitute flourishing happiness. According to the objection, Kierkegaard could
show in Works of Love that the natural person is capable of understanding that God
aims at our flourishing. Yet, Kierkegaard emphasizes in many passages that Christ, the
God-man who promulgates the command to love one’s neighbor, necessarily comes
into conflict with the natural person. The relation between the natural human being
and Christ is, again, determined by offense.”’ About Christ, he writes that ‘his whole
life was a horrible collision with the merely human conception of what love is’.°* He
was ‘misunderstood in such a way as any human being has never, never been
misunderstood by another human being’.93 His life is ‘madness, humanly speaking:
he sacrifices himself — in order to make the loved ones just as unhappy as himself!”>*
The natural human being, then, principally cannot recognize Christ as good or
praiseworthy, because Christ appears, in light of natural conceptions of the good,
per se as offensive and foolish. This shows that the first objection has to fail: it is
impossible to argue for the moral authority of the command to neighbor love in this
indirect manner.

Second, someone could object that my interpretation of Works of Love fails because
Kierkegaard does allow for continuity between the natural human being and the Christian,
and their respective moral beliefs. Did Ferreira and Evans not compellingly argue that,
according to Kierkegaard, the command appeals to a love that is rooted deeply in human
nature?

Kierkegaard, indeed, claims that God, in creating us, placed love in our being.”®
No matter how difficult this may be, we therefore have to presuppose that love is
present in the heart of every human being.”® It expresses itself as the need both to love
and to be loved.”” Yet, careful examination of the passages most important for this
subject, shows that the love that we received with our creation expresses itself as
‘longing for companionship’ °® Put differently, the love we naturally possess does not
express itself as a need for neighbor love, but as a need for friendship.”®
Consequently, this second objection also fails. Ferreira and Evans are right in pointing
out that Kierkegaard claims we naturally possess love, but they are not right when
they conclude that we naturally possess neighbor love. Although Kierkegaard believes
this natural love is praiseworthy, he also writes that it should undergo ‘the change of
eternity’ to become the love that we are commanded to express.'® Once again we see,
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therefore, that Kierkegaard posits a radical discontinuity between the natural and the
Christian spheres (and their conceptions of goodness).

IV. Conclusion

In this article, I have critically discussed one aspect of Kierkegaard’s account of neighbor
love, as worked out in his Works of Love: its supposedly limitless character, and its
recourses for answering the question “Why should I live a life of limitless neighbor love?’
In Section II, I argued against Jamie Ferreira’s influential account of Works of Love that
there is no textual evidence to justify the claim that Kierkegaard allows for limits on
neighbor love. I showed that, on the contrary, there is a lot of textual evidence suggesting
that, in Kierkegaard’s view, neighbor love is limitless. In Section III, I showed that for
Kierkegaard, there cannot, from a natural perspective, possibly exist good reasons to obey
the divine command to love one’s neighbor. For the natural human being, therefore, the
motivation to obey this command can only be self-interested. Consequently,
Kierkegaard’s ethic of neighbor love undermines itself with regard to the natural human
being, because neighbor love cannot arise out of self-interested reasons. Yet, as we have
also seen in Section III, the command does possess moral authority from a Christian
perspective. It is, according to Kierkegaard, possible to recognize the command to
neighbor love as good; that is to say, it is possible for human beings to have good reasons
to obey this command. This implies the possibility of moral development with regard to
the motivation for neighbor love. But this possibility for moral development seems, at the
same time, problematic in light of Kierkegaard’s emphasis on the radical discontinuity
between the natural and the Christian spheres. Is Kierkegaard capable of providing an
intelligible and convincing account of the transition from the natural to the Christian
sphere?

In conclusion, I believe that we should be critical of a central aspect of Works of
Love: Kierkegaard’s distinction between a natural and a Christian perspective.
‘Christian love [...] comes down from heaven to earth.”'®" I consider this sentence
to expresses the core problem of his conception of neighbor love: he understands
neighbor love as heavenly and thus as unworldly and unnatural, which is why the
command to love one’s neighbor necessarily has to be experienced as external,
random and offensive by the natural human being. In Kierkegaard’s ethic of neigh-
bor love, then, it scems that grace does not perfect nature, but destroys it.'*?

Although 1 think that Kierkegaard is certainly right to emphasize that the
neighbor love we see exemplified in Christ’s life (and the lives of many so-called
‘ordinary’ people) is very radical and demanding, and although everyone will
acknowledge that a life in which we are commanded to love all people (even our
enemies) is stringent and upsetting, I believe that Kierkegaard exaggerates the
offensive and unnatural character of neighbor love. He cannot do justice to an
everyday experience most people will recognize: being moved, even emotionally
touched, when confronted with genuine works of love. That is, of course, not to say
that there cannot be many human, all too human considerations and feelings that
prevent us from actually loving our neighbor. But it does show that (the divine
command to) neighbor love in fact seems to appeal to something deeply ingrained in
ourselves. That Kierkegaard separates the natural and the Christian perspectives so
radically fits his strategy of making manifest the specifically Christian view of love.
This, of course, greatly improves the clarity of his argument, but — as I hope I have
shown — does not improve its persuasiveness.
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